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TEACHING RUSSIAN POLITICAL HISTORY: 
FROM CZARS TO GENERAL 
SECRETARIES TO OLIGARCHS.  
Russia Today 
¨  Highly centralized 
political system 
under the leadership 
of Vladimir Putin 
since 2000. 
 
¨  Ranked 1st in natural 
resources 
¨  Ranked 2nd most 
powerful military 
¨  Ranked 3rd most 
powerful/influential 
country 
¨  Ranked 6th in total 
GDP (PPP) 
¨  Ranked 136th in 
Global Corruption 
Perception Index 
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Setting a Context for Study 
Russian Historical Legacies 
 
Strong Centralized State                                         Nationalism                              
 
Connection between Church and State               Push-Pull Relationship with West 
 
Personalized Leadership                            
 
Three Time Periods 
Tsarist Russia 
1533-1917 
Soviet Union 
1921-1991 
Russian 
Federation 
1991-present 
Historical Legacies 
Strong Centralized State 
¨  The Tsarist Period 
¨  From Ivan IV “The Terrible” (1533-1584) to 
Nicholas II (1894-1917) 
Territorial Acquisitions 
Centuries of Expansion 
Between the 
1500s and 
1914, 
Russia 
gradually 
gained 
control of 
Siberia, 
Turkestan, 
the 
Caucasus, 
Ukraine, 
Poland, the 
Baltic 
States, and 
Finland. 
¨  Russia became the world’s largest 
contiguous territorial empire. 
From “Land of the Tsars” 
 
Over time Russia became a multi-national state 
 
Government Response 
¨  Strong State Control 
 
¨  Russification 
 
Expansive Territory           + Multi-National Population 
“The Emperor of all of Russia is an 
autocratic and unlimited monarch. 
God himself commands that his 
supreme power be obeyed out of 
conscience as well as fear.” 
 
-Article I of the Fundamental Laws of 
the Russian Empire 1802 
 
Connecting Church and State 

The Kremlin 
Government and Church Together 
Festive entrance to the Kremlin through the 
Savior’s Gate. The Nicholas Palace can be 
seen on the left (demolished in 1929) 
 
 
Coronation of Czar Nicholas II 1896 
Peter the Great and  
the Russian Orthodox Church 
POWER 
OF THE 
TSAR 
OVER 
THE 
CHURCH 
¨  Peter abolished the traditional leadership of the church – the 
Patriarchate of Moscow, instead establishing a council called the 
Holy Synod in 1721. Appointed by the Tsar, its members were 
obedient to his will. The Synod remained the supreme church 
body in the Russian Orthodox Church for almost two centuries. 
¨  During Peter’s rule, an authorisation from the Synod and the Tsar 
himself was needed before any new monastery could be built. 
The lands and revenues of the Church were placed under state 
control. Peter also required the monks to farm, learn different 
crafts and open schools and hospitals.  
¨  After years of Peter’s radical reforms aimed at westernising 
Russia, the late 18th century saw a spectacular spiritual revival. 
The resurgence of Eastern Orthodoxy was reflected in Russian 
literature, like the famous “Brothers Karamazov” by Fyodor 
Dostoevsky. 
 
¨  From RT.com Peter the Great’s reforms bring religious renaissance 
¨  Published time: July 20, 2008 07:02 
 
 
The Coronation of the Russian monarch was a religious ceremony of the Russian 
Orthodox Church, the state church of the Russian Empire, in which the Emperor of 
Russia was crowned and invested with regalia, then anointed with chrism and formally 
blessed by the church to commence his reign. 
 
The policy of the Orthodox Church held that the monarch must be anointed and crowned 
according to the Orthodox rite to have a successful tenure. 
As the church and state were essentially one in Imperial Russia, this service invested 
the Tsars with political legitimacy; however, this was not its only intent. 
 
It was equally perceived as conferring a genuine spiritual benefit that mystically wedded 
sovereign to subjects, bestowing divine authority upon the new ruler. 
 
In the 18th Century, Catherine the Great rebuilt this Church devoted to her 
patron saint. 
St. Catherine the Great Martyr Church 
"I will not see the destruction of the Christian converts who are loyal to me, 
and to my last breath I will fight for the orthodox faith.“ 
 –Ivan the Terrible 
 
 
Personalized Leadership 
 
“Few rulers are believed to have done so much to 
reshape and redirect their nation’s destiny as did 
Peter I, tsar of Muscovy and emperor of All the 
Russias (born 1672, rulerde jure 1682, died 
1725). Both his contemporaries and subsequent 
writers—poets, novelists, historians, publicists—
agree that the extraordinarily energetic, dynamic, 
impetuous, and ruthless personality of Peter was 
essential to the successes, as well as the 
failures, of his enterprises.  -Marc Raeff, New 
York Review of Books 
A city unlike any other…St. Petersburg, Russia 
CATHERINE THE GREAT SPREADS 
RUSSIAN INFLUENCE (1762-1796) 
“Power without a nation's confidence is nothing.” 
The Inauguration of 
the Academy of Arts, a 
painting by Valery Jacobi 
From smithsonian.com 
Nicholas II: The Last Tsar 
"The brunt of supreme decisions centered upon him.  
At the summit where all problems are reduced to Yea 
and Nay, where events transcend the faculties of men 
and where all is inscrutable, he had to give the 
answers.  His was the function of the compass needle.  
War or no war?  Advance or retreat?  Right or left?  
Democratise or hold firm?  Quit or perservere?  These 
were the battlefields of Nicholas II.  Why should he reap 
no honor for them?...In spite of errors vast and terrible, 
the regime he personified, over which he presided, to 
which his personal character gave the final spark, had 
at this moment won the war for Russia.“ 
 
-Sir Winston Churchill commenting on Nicholas II during 
WWI in his book, "World Crisis." 
 
 
NATIONALISM 
Complexity of Building the Russian Nation 
Ethnic 
Identity 
Russian 
Identity 
Russian 
Identity 
Ethnic 
Identity 
Delicate Balance 
¨  Nationalism Based 
on Territory as part 
of the Russian 
Empire/State 
¨  Nationalism based 
on forging a 
common Russian 
culture 
“We trust and are confident that the 
hour will come when Russia will rise 
from disintegration and humiliation 
and begin an epoch of new 
development and greatness.” 
-Ivan Ilyin, Russian philosopher 
(1883-1954) 
"I cannot forecast to you the action 
of Russia. It is a riddle, wrapped in 
a mystery, inside an enigma; but 
perhaps there is a key. That key is 
Russian national interest.“ 
-Winston Churchill 
 
For Russia – with its wide range of languages, 
traditions, ethnicities, and cultures – the national 
question is, without exaggeration, of fundamental 
value. Any responsible politician, public figure, 
must recognize that one of the main conditions of 
our country’s very existence is civil and interethnic 
harmony.” 
-Vladimir Putin 
The 
Millennium of 
Russia monument 
build in 1862 that 
celebrated one-
thousand years of 
Russian history. 
Push-Pull Relationship with 
the West 
Isolation from 
the West Admiration and 
imitation of the 
West 
Tsarist Period 
Adoption of Christianity 
Kievan Rus under Prince 
Vladimir  988 
Western Modernization under 
Peter the Great  
Westernization continues… 
¨  Catherine the Great 
¨  Ruled 1762-1796 
 
¨  Reforms: 
¤  Free Economic Society 
helped to modernize 
agriculture and 
industry 
¤  Encouraged foreign 
investment in 
underdeveloped areas 
¤  Relaxed censorship 
laws 
¤  Encouraged education 
Alexander II 
Ruled 1855-1881 
¨  Reforms: 
¤  Freed Serfs 1861 
¤  Established local 
assemblies 
(zemstovs) 
¤  Began judicial reforms 
(unified court system, 
trial by jury, public 
hearings, equality of 
parties) 
Pulling Away from the West 
Alexander  
1801-1825I 
•  Key Event = War with France 
•  1812 Napoleon invades Russia 
•  Russian military officers exposed to European liberalism 
•  Russia’s economic progress lags behind Europe 
Nicholas I 
1825-1855 
•  Officers stage “Decembrist Revolt” 1825 
•  Nicholas I increases use of secret police, censorship, secret trials, 
and executions. 
•  Calls for constitutional reforms are ignored 
Under Nicholas II, Russia 
joins the Triple Entente 
with Britain and France. 
Joins in World War I 
Failures during the war 
and industrial unrest at 
home.  
Bolshevik Revolution 1917 
Establishment  
of Communist 
political system  
Historical Legacies continue 
during the Soviet Era 
1921-1991 
¨  Strong Role of the State 
¤  One Party Communist Rule over 15 Soviet 
Republics 
¤  Individual rights consumed by collective societal 
goals 
¤  State determined most decisions in citizens’ lives 

Destruction of Church/Religion 
in Society 
Cathedral of Christ the Savior destroyed 1931 
Personalized Leadership 
¨  Vladimir Lenin 
(1921-24) 
Joseph Stalin  
1928-1953 
 
“Papa Joe” 
. 
 
 
 
Nationalism in the Soviet Era: 
  
Continues to be a balance between allowing 
expression of individual national cultures 
and developing a Soviet identity. 
 
Part of Allied  
Movement  
In World War II 
q Cold War  
 
q Iron Curtain 
q Proxy Wars  
q Nuclear 
Proliferation 
q Space Race 
 
Engagement 
Cooperation 
Hostility 
Challenge 
Threat 
Transition to Russian Federation 
¨  Glasnost 
¨  Perestroika 
¨  Democratization 
¨  Openness to West 
¨  Berlin Wall/Velvet 
Revolutions in Eastern 
Europe 
¨  Nuclear Disarmament 
¨  Independence 
Movements in Soviet 
Republics 
¨  Shock Therapy advocated 
by U.S. economists and 
government 
¨  Bombing of Parliament 
October 1993 
¨  Economic collapse 1998 
¨  War with Chechnya 
(1994-96) 
¨  Oligarchs own 50% of 
wealth, control media, and 
politics 
Mikhail Gorbachev (1985-1991) 
And the Collapse of the USSR 
Boris Yeltsin (1991-1999) 




Strong State 
Control 
Personalized 
Leadership 
Church and state 
connected again 
Pursuit of 
International 
Influence and 
Respect 
Strong 
Nationalism 
Putin’s vision of a Eurasian Union 
